Across the wide i5th Line lay a waste heap where a house had once
stood, the local police station burnt down some years ago. The broken
jagged walls were covered with thick snow when first Frossia saw
them, but now the white pall was no more, and here and there she could
observe thin roots of a creeper struggle out towards light and warmth,
and she knew that before many weeks were out, the place would stand
all greening and hopeful.

She was going to the back yard, but the unmistakable movement
under the ground and in the air made her stand still and wonder.

'Nothing could halt spring/

Grandmamma used to say:

* You have said it before, and I cannot understand you. Seasons come
and seasons go. Why this wonder? You might just as well marvel at
sugar being sweet. Of course, once winter is over, spring must
come.*

She could not explain properly.

*Yes, always, independent of what happens to you, to me, to the
whole world .. /

Grandmamma then whispered:

'I am sometimes afraid for Euphrosynia, Nina Petrovna. She is such
a prey to moods.'

The back yard, however, could not be quite forgotten. Frossia
slipped under one archway, under another, and found herself in a dank
enclosed space, paved in rough cobbles, surrounded by unfriendly
blind walls of dull red brick. It smelt of damp and rotten vegetables. The
cobbles were slippery. Tenants, pumping dieir water from the farthest
end of the yard, spilt and splashed running back, their pails filled.
Frossia slipped and saw an enormous gauntleted hand flash out and
steady her.

'These cobbles are a peril... I watched you across the yard. I said to
myself, "Now, Nikolashka, keep an eye on this young lady. She has
never filled the pails before, she is certain to slip," and you have.'

He stood before her, one enormous arm swinging her pail, a huge
man in a quilted brown coat and breeches, a black cap over his flaming
hair. The great red beard burned copper in the sun. Under the cap was
a face. 'Butter, butter,' thought Frossia, *a nicely buttered bun and two
sultanas for eyes,' and she smiled because he was smiling. Frossia forgot
that presently she must wrestle with the enormous rusty handle of the
pump, fill her pails, and carry them back up five steep flights.